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REVIEW ESSAY
Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church in the Image of the
Trinity, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998, 282 pp.

GREGG KOSKELLA

T

his is not a book that could be written by a Quaker. In the first
place, we simply do not do theology in such a systematic and linear fashion. Secondly, the book leads to the conclusion that while
Quakers may be Christians, we are not a Christian Church.1

Even so, this book may provide precisely the critique and part of
the construct Quakers need to be whom God calls us to be as the
church in the world. Volf’s construct does not go far enough, however. Taking some of his promising starts to their full completion, particularly his discussion of the church’s pluriform confession in the
world, would lead to a fully developed and profound understanding
of the church as the corporate, incarnated body of Christ.
Volf’s purpose is to provide a place in ecclesiology for the Free
Church model while renouncing the pervasive and radical individualism typically demonstrated by it. His method is to explore the communally oriented ecclesiologies of Roman Catholicism and Eastern
Orthodoxy as represented by Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger and John
Zizioulas, respectively, before presenting his own ecclesiological construct. His intended audience for the most part is churches with an
episcopal structure, but with a strong critique and helpful constructs
for those in the Free Church or congregational model. The book is
impressively well grounded in a variety of disciplines; Volf is wellversed in many traditions of theology as well as the social sciences and
philosophy.
Volf bases his ecclesiological model of community on the social
trinitarian understanding of God as “perichoretic communion,” the
mutual indwelling of the Father, Son, and Spirit.2 Jesus’ prayer in
John 17 serves as strong biblical grounding for such a model, emphasizing not only the indwelling of the persons of the trinity, but also a
longing for Christians to join in the relationship of love that the trinity is: “As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in
us.” (John 17: 21 NRSV) Being in relationship and communion with
God through Jesus means also being at the same time in communion
41
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with all of God’s children. In this model, while faith is personal, it cannot be individualistic; at its very core, the essence of faith in God is
communal.
The first two chapters are a critical engagement of Ratzinger and
Zizioulas. Their respective ecclesiologies, however, are rooted in a
profoundly different understanding of the trinity than Volf’s social
trinitarianism.
For Ratzinger, the unity of God is of primary importance, and is
reflected in the unity of the church with Jesus Christ. Because the
church is the same subject with Christ, there is no salvation outside
the church. Indeed, salvation is completely communal, for a person
must “receive” it from the church. Volf’s criticism is that this emphasis on unity leads to hierarchical ecclesiology rather than the mutual
indwelling of humanity with God. One God acts through the one
church in the person of one bishop or priest. Volf appreciates
Ratzinger’s emphasis on the communal nature of faith, while rejecting his understanding of the unity of God and of the church as one
subject with Christ. The mistake of Western theology, says Volf, has
been to root the unity of God at the level of substance (substantia),
which has the consequence of making person subservient to substance,
leading throughout the history of the church to hierarchical ecclesiology (Volf, p. 70).
Can Eastern Orthodoxy help in this area? Zizioulas, a theologian
in this tradition, roots the being of God not in substance, but in person. The three persons give the Godhead ontological being, but “personhood is fundamentally relational and accordingly can exist only as
communion” (Volf, p. 77), thereby ensuring the unity of God. In so
doing, Zizioulas moves closer to the construct Volf wants to provide
but makes the fatal flaw of insisting on the monarchy of the Father,
who constitutes the Son and the Spirit. This understanding of God
has detrimental effects on ecclesiology, leading again to a hierarchical
structure disallowing the mutual communion Jesus prayed for believers in John 17. The church is constituted (and actually exists!) only
during Eucharist, which is the realization of the eschatological communion all believers will experience. The bishop “as a relational entity, is both Christ and human being, he functions as an alter Christ
who unites the many within himself.” (Volf, p. 111, italics his) This
means that “[t]he laity’s task, indeed, its exclusive prerogative, as
Zizioulas maintains, is to say the ‘amen’ as a response to the grace
they have received.” (Volf, p. 114) Faith is communal, but it is not
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mutual; for Volf, this misses the radical inclusiveness of God’s love for
humanity.3
Protestant Free-Church ecclesiology has, at least theoretically,
done a better job with the mutuality of faith in its understanding of
the “priesthood of all believers,” but too often has reduced salvific
faith to individualistic mental assent. “[W]e must learn to think of
free and equal persons as communal beings from the outset, rather
than construing their belonging as a result simply of their ‘free’ decisions.” (Volf, p. 3) “The church cannot be an association, because a
person does not simply freely join a church, but rather is reborn into
it….On the other hand, the church cannot simply be a social organism, since a person is not simply born into it, but rather is reborn.”
(Volf, p. 180, italics his) In so saying, Volf rightly criticizes the individualistic, “church is for me,” associative tendencies of the Free
Church model, while at the same time recognizing the need for an
individual to exert a volitional act of the will to join with God
through Christ.
Volf begins his ecclesiological construct in chapter III, using
Matthew 18:20 as the basis for the ecclesiality of the church: “For
where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among
them.” (NRSV) The church is people who gather in Christ’s name.
Not only is Christ present with them, but the church-constitutive
presence of Christ is there; they are a Christian church.4 John Smyth,
Volf’s prototypical Free Church theologian, made this text the foundation of Free Church ecclesiology. Here, perhaps, is one area where
Volf doesn’t take his conclusions far enough. When two or three
gather, not only is the church-constitutive presence of Christ there,
but Christ has unified and “incarnated” his body in those gathered.
Incarnation in this text moves away from individualism and toward
community, because it is precisely in community that Christ’s presence and body are constituted. It is the presence of Christ in community that brings unity and interdependence and mutuality.
Volf gets close to this position in his discussion of the unity of the
church, giving priority to the future eschatological gathering of the
saints in communion with Christ. The universal church does not constitute the local church, nor is the universal church simply the sum of
many local churches; the presence of the Spirit of Christ makes them
both a church and constitutes them both as the anticipation5 of the
eschatological gathering of the people of God.6
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The presence of Christ in this way is not identical with the
church. The church is not a collective subject with Christ; it is a communion of persons. But those persons in communion are “indeed not
self-contained subjects, but rather are interdependent in a twofold
fashion.” (Volf, p. 224) They live only insofar as Christ lives in them
through the Spirit7 (vertical interdependence with God), and Christ
lives in them “through the multiple relations they have with one
another”8 (horizontal interdependence with God’s children). “It is
not the mutual perichoresis of human beings, but rather the
indwelling of the Spirit common to everyone that makes the church
into a communion corresponding to the Trinity, a communion in
which personhood and sociality are equiprimal.” (Volf, p. 213) The
Spirit becomes the vehicle for mutual indwelling and communion
among human beings and with God. This presence of Christ through
the Spirit is the heart of what enables Volf to construct an ecclesiology that is communal in its nature, and it is also mutual rather than
hierarchical. The ecclesiality of the church also requires that the gathering of believers profess faith publicly in a variety of ways, and that it
be open to all human beings and to other churches. The future eschatological gathering of the entire people of God is open to all, and
churches as an anticipation of that gathering must be open as well.9
Viewing the church as a communion of interdependent persons
rather than a collective subject with Christ has implications for the
transmission of faith. One doesn’t receive faith individually from God,
as in the traditional Free Church model, nor from the church, as in
the Roman Catholic and Orthodox models; one receives faith through
the church. “The mediation of faith for all practical purposes proceeds
less by way of officeholders (in whom allegedly the entire church acts)
than by way of the various Christian ‘significant others’ (such as family members or friends).” (Volf, p. 167)
Volf’s church is a polycentric community, “constituted by the
Holy Spirit...through the communal confession in which Christians
speak the word of God to one another.” (Volf, p. 224) His discussion
in chapter VI on the structures of the church centers around spiritual gifts and is extremely helpful, if not earth-shakingly profound or
new. He largely succeeds at giving a construct of the church that is
participatory, interdependent, communal, non-hierarchical, ordered
and gifted by the Holy Spirit, and based on his social trinitarian
understanding of God. Those are all values that are well suited for a
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world moving away from the individualism so present in modern philosophy, and are quite at home in Quaker theology.
What is most intriguing about this book for Friends is how close
we are theologically to Volf’s construct, and yet how much his criticism of the individualization of the Free Church model challenges the
current practice among Friends. The peril of both ends of the Quaker
spectrum is individualism run rampant. Among Evangelical Friends,
the danger is a reduction of the spiritual experience to mere individual assent to certain “orthodox” beliefs. Among Unprogrammed
Friends, the danger is a reduction of the spiritual experience to one’s
own individual experience with whoever or whatever one discerns to
be God. But the solution is not found somewhere in the middle of
these two poles of individualism, but rather with a move toward a new
understanding of our faith as communal.
A thesis might be argued that early Quakers, at least in practice,
had a better understanding of the communal nature of our faith than
Quakers today. Meetings for clearness, getting the sense of the meeting,10 descriptions of the “gathered meeting,”11 and the “Second
Day’s Morning Meeting” of ministers12 are all examples of the conscious recognition and practice of community. However, the theological expression of the Quaker experience of God is profoundly
individualistic: recall Fox’s familiar discovery:
When all my hopes in them and in all men [sic] were gone, so
that I had nothing outwardly to help me, nor could I tell what
to do, then, oh then, I heard a voice which said, “There is one,
even Christ Jesus, that can speak to thy condition”; and when I
heard it, my heart did leap for joy,13
Robert Barclay’s emphasis in the second proposition of his Apology on
“inward and unmediated revelation”14 shows this individualistic bent
as well.
This individualistic expression of theology, obviously based in
experience, is what has led such a divergent group as American
Quakers to claim the same heritage. It may be time to reformulate
our theological expression to better articulate the communal nature of
our faith, which again is very evident in Quaker practice. Modifying
the idea of unmediated revelation in favor of Volf’s ecclesial mediation of faith one to another may be a good place to start. Barclay’s
second proposition was intended to establish the revelation of the
Spirit as the supreme authority undergirding personal revelation, the
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Scriptures, and church tradition.15 With that there can be no argument. But the phrase “inward and unmediated revelation” may have
unintended individualistic repercussions. One has no essential need16
for any other person. Salvation is completely isolated and individualistic. Barclay rightly outlines the need to know God through the Spirit
and not just know about God from other sources, but does he wrongly cut off our experience of God in its essential form from any other
person or community? Quakers rightly reject the need for a specific
person or office in our relationship with God, but we must not reject
the essential need for community and relationships in our faith development.
Quakers have long emphasized that all of life is sacramental and
that God’s grace is revealed to us in infinite ways. It seems appropriate to recognize that the Scriptures, tradition and Christian community do much more than simply give us “intellectual knowledge” of
God. When we allow it, God can and does reveal Godself to us
through many different ways. We cannot receive an “objective” faith
from the church or reading the Bible, but we can gain a true, intimate
and “experiential” knowledge of God through community and scripture. Establishing the necessity of a personal experience of God does
not preclude or prohibit encouragement of a communal and corporate experience of God. Quakers must work to express more adequately how God’s interaction with humanity and how our response
of faith to God are corporate as well as personal.
Volf offers a helpful discussion of the corporateness of confessing
faith. We confess through the Spirit with our lives and our words.
Most importantly, confession is “not an individual and private affair.
It always takes place ‘before others’ and possesses an essential social
and public dimension.” (Volf, p. 149, italics his) Our faith, then, is
communal in who we are as children of God and in what we do by
confessing it to the world.17 This is precisely what Alan Kolp was driving at in his discussion of incarnation as a means for Quakers to participate in ecumenical discussions of sacramentality: the best
“effective sign of grace” is human lives transformed by Christ and living life through the gifting of the Holy Spirit.18
But for Volf, practicing the sacraments with the elements become
an essential part of that communal confession to the world. His belief
comes from the traditional Reformed understanding that baptism and
communion do “mediate salvific grace” but is nuanced with arguments from history, Scripture19 and most importantly their symbolic
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value as the supreme expression of the communal nature for our
faith.20
An argument can be made that under his own theological system
the sacraments are not essential ecclesial elements. Volf’s construct
hinges upon the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in all believers, and
upon the Spirit-given gifts confessing Christ in a pluriform manner.
The Spirit’s presence gives unity, and the Spirit is what prompts confession through the community. Charismata (spiritual gifts) and the
indwelling presence of the Spirit are nowhere for Volf linked to baptism and communion. Communion is for Volf the greatest expression
of the communal nature of our faith, but both the unity of the
church and the church’s confession come through the Spirit, apart
from baptism and communion. Would not the presence of the Holy
Spirit therefore be the essential ecclesial element, with baptism and
communion (for Volf) belonging rather to what makes a church a
“good” church?21
The presence of the Spirit, through indwelling and through
charismata, is an essential and helpful foundation for ecclesiology.
That presence, the incarnated presence of Christ in community, is
truly the most profound confession of God we make in the world. It
is that perspective that challenges both Volf’s construct and Quaker
experience to truly live as we are called to live as disciples of Jesus. As
Alan Kolp writes,
Quakers need to be about creating sacramental communities
where disciples are sustained in their lives of discipleship which
proclaims to the world around us that we have been transformed and have become and are the best visible signs of God’s
presence that God can make. In us God’s presence will be so
compelling that the transforming power of God will work
through us to transform the world itself.22
The indwelling Holy Spirit unites individuals into the corporate,
incarnated body of Christ. An essential question becomes, “How is
my faith community confessing Christ to the world? In our interactions, in our love for one another, in our corporate expressions of
spiritual gifts, and in our worship, are we an effective sign of grace?”
It is the real presence of Christ in this corporate and incarnated way
that will define an ecclesial community, and make it truly Christ’s
church.
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Volf has made an invaluable contribution to ecclesiology. After
Our Likeness is a must-read for persons interested in what makes the
church “the church.” His arguments raise critical questions about the
dangers of individualistic faith, which Quakers must face head on,
both theologically and practically. It may be that Quakers have something to contribute on these important topics as well.

NOTES
1. For Volf, the practice of communion and baptism with the elements are an essential
ecclesial action (p. 153).
2. Volf writes, “The thesis that ecclesial communion should correspond to trinitarian communion enjoys the status of an almost self-evident proposition.” (p. 191). See also
Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom: The Doctrine of God. New York:
Harper & Row, 1981; Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, 3 vols. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1991-97; Roger Olson, “Wolfhart Pannenberg’s Doctrine of the Trinity,”
Scottish Journal of Theology 43 (1990): 175-206; Leonardo Boff, Trinity and Society,
trans. Paul Burns. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1988; and Leonard Hodgson, The Doctrine
of the Trinity. New York: Charles Scribners Sons, 1944.
3. Volf is helpfully informed in this area by recent movements in feminist theology as
expressed by Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s Discipleship of Equals and Letty M. Russell’s
Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretation of the Church. Louisville:
Westminster/John Knox, 1993.
4. “Where two or three are gathered in Christ’s name, not only is Christ present among them,
but a Christian church is there as well, perhaps a bad church, a church that may well
transgress against love and truth, but a church nonetheless.” Volf, ibid, p. 136, italics
his.
5. Not the concrete realization, as in Zizioulas: Volf, ibid, p. 140.
6. “It is precisely as partially overlapping entities that both the local church and the universal church are constituted into the church through their common relation to the
Spirit of Christ, who makes them both into the anticipation of the eschatological gathering of the entire people of God.” Volf, ibid, p. 141.
7. See Galatians 2:20 and 1 Corinthians 6:19.
8. Volf, ibid, p. 145; see also 1 Corinthians 12:12-13.
9. Volf, ibid, p. 158. Volf also recognizes that many clear ecclesiological elements are missing in his treatment, particularly those that deal with the mission of the church. For that,
he refers us to the “companion volume” to this book, his Exclusion and Embrace: A
Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation. Nashville: Abingdon,
1996.
10. Willcuts, Jack, Why Friends Are Friends, Newberg: Barclay Press, 1984, p. 73.
11. Jones, Rufus M. ed., The Journal of George Fox, Richmond: Friends United Press, 1976,
p. 97.
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12. Trueblood, Elton, The People Called Quakers, Richmond: Friends United Press, 1971,
p. 112.
13. Jones, Ibid., p. 82.
14. Freiday, Dean, ed., Barclay’s Apology in Modern English, 1967, pp. 16ff.
15. Ibid., p. 43.
16. Barclay does argue that we may benefit from the scriptures or church tradition or community with others, but “the question is not what may be profitable or helpful, but what
is absolutely necessary.” (ibid, p. 23). Clearly, inward and unmediated revelation is the
only necessary thing. When one regulates scripture, tradition, and community to merely being “profitable or helpful” and not “absolutely necessary,” then faith is extremely
individualistic in its essence. Communion with other Christians is not part of who I am
as a believer, but merely something I might do to be helpful or profitable.
17. “By confessing faith in Christ through the celebration of the sacraments, sermons,
prayer, hymns, witnessing, and daily life, those gathered in the name of Christ speak the
word of God both to each other and to the world. This public confession of faith in
Christ through the pluriform speaking of the word is the central constitutive mark of the
church.” Volf, Ibid., p. 150.
18. Kolp, Alan, “Friends, Sacraments, and Sacramental Living,” Quaker Religious Thought
20, No. 3, 1984.
19. “Jesus’ high-priestly prayer, that his disciples might become one ‘as you, Father, are in
me and I am in you, may they also be in us’ (John 17:21), presupposes communion with
the triune God, mediated through faith and baptism, and aims at its eschatological consummation.” Volf, After Our Likeness, p. 195. Exegetically, I would challenge him to
find where the said mediation is found in the text; it is an addition made from his theological position.
20. See Volf, pp. 152, 153, 163.
21. Volf’s definition of ecclesiality is as follows: “Every congregation that assembles around
the one Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord in order to profess faith in him publicly in pluriform fashion, including through baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and which is open to
all churches of God and to all human beings, is a church in the full sense of the word,
since Christ promised to be present in it through his Spirit as the first fruits of the gathering of the whole people of God in the eschatological reign of God.” Volf, After Our
Likeness, p. 158, italics mine. Since Volf provides only argumentation for how baptism
and the Lord’s Supper are preeminent examples of confession, and not how they are
linked with Christ’s promise to be present through his Spirit, I submit that the italicized
phrase is a superfluous addition not necessary under the system Volf is proposing.
22. Kolp, p. 51.

